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ABSrRACT 

Several problems exist with the rural knowledge '>ase 
as it is traditionally conceived: (1) there is no useful rural 
definition with the diverse rural reality; (2) rural is underviiued 
as reflected in teacher education and training and in the 
stereotyping of regions in the country; (3) issues of sparsity, 
scarcity and size are disregarded, and (4) the positive attributes 
already present in many rural sctiools are ignored. The type of 
education available in rural schools typify, on a smell scale, the 
recommendations of effective schools research. Rural educators have 
experienced the limitations of the current knowledge base and rely on 
practice and experienced-based knowledge. New knowledge to improve 
practice comes from personal interactions with other rural educators 
rather than from research or outside resource persons. State 
departments of education establish monitoring and compliance 
relationships with rural schools, mirroring the larger society's 
undervaluing of rural education. They assume that rural schools are 
financially inefficient and educationally ineffective, although all 
state-wide test data proves contrary. New models for knowledge 
production and utilization are necessary for improving rural 
education. Three alternative models are: (1) clustering schools with 
similar interests to share programs, personnel and equipment; (2) 
sponsoring grassroots research on rural education <^nd rural schools; 
and (3) creating Centers on Rural Education at colleges and 
universities. This document contains 22 references. (ALL) 
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Thb knoudedge base as traditioiiaUy conceived is not useful for and thus 
not used by nuil educators. Hie problems are several fold: there is no useful 
definiticn of lural, a problem noted by all serious observers of rural education 
since the Commission on Schools in Small Communities in 1939 Aat continues to 
the presbui (Commission on Schools in Small Communities, 1939; Butterworth and 
Dawson, 1952; DqMrtment of Rural Education, 4957; Sher, 1977; Nachtiffal, 1982; 
Stephens, 1988). 

This posture leads to situations in vrbich settings as diverse as the glitzy 
mountain resort of Aqm, Colorado; the krgely Hispanic, chronically economically 
deprived agriculture area of Conejos in the San Luis Valley, the desolate, 
deqmately poor reservation viUage of Wounded Knee, SouA Dakota and the 
primarily Bhdc areas of die Boodieel in Missouri, are aU hu^ together, as if 
dieir problems were singuhr and solutions genetic. Factors diat dif^uentiate even 
conmunities of simikr size and isdation in different parts of the couitry i^ipear 
related to the avaihlnlity of ecoocmiic resources, cultural priorities of the local 
community, commonalty of purpose, and political efficacy ^achtigal, 1982). 

Secondly, knowledge is not neutral, it is value laden. The ususal education 
knowledge base is created in a context diat reflects the prevailing view that rural 
is at best, invisible and more realistically, unvahied Given that a fourth of the 
students in die country and diree fourdis of the districts meet the current 
definitions of rural, does it not surprise a:^yone that there are few institutions of 
higher education that prepare teadiers for rural schools? A survey of teacher 
preparation programs in 27 rural states suggested Hmt only ten percent of the 208 
public snd private mstitutions reqiooding offered a preaervice program to prmare 
rutal teachers, and that was salt rq)ort data (Jones, 198^. 

Specific preparation particukriy impcwtant for training rural teachers 
includes course work in niral socidogy, wofk directly related to rural school 
teaching, eiqMtience in teaching two or more grade levels in the same room, 
I»acticum or student teaching in rural environments ajd an iwiKafiU on 
multicultunl issues of schooling (Barker & Beckner, 1987; MiUtf, 1988). 

Young scholars kxikmgfor academic careers are steered away from research 
on qiedfically rural issues (a situation analogous to research on women's issues 
fifteen years ago) and few established scholars likewise concentrate on this area. 
A survey by Baricer and Beckner (1987) rqported that fewer than two percent of 
the 14,000 faculty rqxMted that they were engaged in research and/or publicafions 
on rural education or small schools. I serve on the National Rural Education 
Reseuch Forum Committee, ^Muck annually recognises the most outstanding 
research in rural education and each year firom across die nation v/e receive fewer 
than twenty submisstons for this singular honor. 



Rural is undervalued in the general 8cx:iety, not just on canonises. This is 
most evident in the language we use to describe niral residents, as explained by 
Cosby and Oiainer (1978), by stereotyping region!, of the country, paiticuhrly the 
South (Howell, 1989), and by cultural imperinlism that assumes all die universe 
should fit a Eurocentric, urban model, the most recent example of ^ch is the 
?oppet*s notion that the Great Plains be converted by the federal government to a 
'Buffalo Commons" of native grass and livestock (Popper & Popper, 198?). 

Third, the knowledge base as traditionally constituted holds little of value 
for rural educators, because it disregards issues of qwrsity, ticarcity and size and 
because it ignores the positive attributes already present in many niral schools, 
trumpeting as new and revolutionary practices that have bom in place in rural 
America for some time. A few short examples of why diis is .nie. 

Sparsity refers to the few numbers of students in large geographic areas 
that typify rural education in many parts of the country. The median size high 
school, grades 9-12 in North DakoU this year is 68 students. Theie are fewer 
teachers in the entire states of North DakoU or South Dakota than are lepresenjcsd 
by the bargaining unit in Fairfax, Virginia. Many districts cover more than SOO 
square miles and students spend more than two hours each day just getting to and 
from schools. These vast distances preclude organizing into larger units, unless we 
are going to mandate residential schools for ex'en very y 'Ung children (and in parts 
of the country, mothers do move into town for the school year so their children 
can attend school and older children either live independently during the week and 
return to the ranch on weekends or board with relatives or friends.) 

Sparsity impacts on scarcity, which refers to the general lack of resources 
felt by rural educators, both in terms of finances and time. BuUdings must be 
maintained and heated, whether the class holds thirty or thirteen students, but the 
cost per student is obviously higher in the latter case. Transportation, which may 
or may not be funded by the State, rqpresents a larger portion of the educational 
budget than instructional costs in some areas. Many rural States depend heavily on 
property taxes and local support for education budgets, yet the relative per capiu 
income of nonmetro people has sagged to roughly 73 percent of that of metro 
citizens in the 1980's (Deavers, 1989). Nonmetro employment growth is rougMy oc;e 
third the metro rate, nomnetro urban unemployment is over two percentag<) points 
higher than the metro rate m 1987, and nonmetro earnings per worker are roughly 
two-thirds ^t urban workers earn (Horowiu & Dunn, 1989). The festest growing 
segment of poor femilies m rural areas are those with two wage-earners, and a 
rural femily in ^ch the head of the household works in neariy twice as likely to 
be poor as a comparable city family. This dire finding applies to whites as well as 
Blacks, and full time as well as part time workers, according to the Center on 
Budget and Policy Priorities 1989 daU. 

Districts economize by employing extraordinarily lean administrative sUfTs, 
both Superintendents and Principals often also have teaching duties, whidi 
severely limits their ability to either search out new research or supplemental 
sources of funding. Anyone vAh} has read proposals for funding competitions will 
recall the differences in quality of presentation (not ideas) in proposals written by 
rural educators with little time and/or experience in competing for f^nds. 

While sparsity and scarcity represent the down side of the size issue, 
research has generally ignored the positive benefits of schooling on a small scale. 
Consider, if you will, the reconunendations of ihe body of literature that has come 
be known as effective schools (Edmonds, 1979; 1981; Rudder, et. al., 1979). The 
purposeful leadership, high teacher expectations, participation in leadership by 
teachers, consistency among teachers, stnicture In instructional settings with 
limited focus, intdlectually challenging teaching, woric centered environments, 
*naximum co mmu nica ti on between teachers and students, positive climate, and 
parental involvement in the life of the school all typify the kind of education on a 
small scale prevalent in rural education. To be asked to disrupt on-going practice 
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and incur additioiud expense as a result of state is, at galling and 

more typically* an indicaticm to rural educators that research has little to teach 
them. 

While the effective schools movement is not the only research available* it 
typifies the experience rural educators have with the limitations of the cuncat 
knowledge base. Practice and experience-based knowledge mxpenedc "the 
literature" for rural educators for two other reasons. Traditional research and 
implementation paradigms not only ignore the strengths and actual state of 
practice in rural education* they also ignore the culture that typifies rural 
education. 

In the context of the great rural diversity introduced earlier, we can made 
some generalizations about rural/urban differences that illustrate the impoitance 
of culture and the limitations of the current models for producing and 
disseminating knowledge. Rund settings tend to be personal and tightly linked, as 
opposed to the impersonal, Icosdy coiq)led nature of larger areas. Rural people are 
generalists, not specialists and value self sufficiency rather than depending on 
experts. Rural organizations also tend to be perscmal and nonbureaiicratic. 
Communication is usually verbal nUher dian written and v/ho says sometlm^g is 
easily as in^rtant as what is said (Nachtigal, 1982). 

Rund educators, facing five or more prqMuations each day, working in 
small, personal organizations with little central office siqiport, do not have the 
luxury of searching out ways to improve prKtice, they operate on the "If It Ain*t 
Broke' theory. New knowledge to improve practice comes from personal 
interacticms, with peers in a district (where available) or at occasions where such 
conversations can be bootlqged onto scheduled activities. Meetings called by State 
Department personnel begin and end, for instance^ with huddles of rural educators 
infonnally sharing problems and offering one another experiences over coffee and 
in bars. Research presented by speidcers at confiemces will be mulled over, 
considered and filtered through the local screen, because the presumption is that 
few speakers understand the multiple rural realities. 

Rural administrators similariy count on one another for information and 
advice. They, too, get together At conferences and meetings and informally share 
Mrtat NIE used to call craft knowledge, often with older administrators adopting 
and serving as mentors for younger men (and they are almost always men. Women 
administrators are even rarer m rural areas than in the general population, the 
exceptions being marginal roles as County SuperintendfnU with responsibility for 
still existing small elementary districts, women whose husbands are Superintendents 
of neighboring districts^ or occasionally in very small districts that are widely 
regarded as being close to closing.) 

Just as busy physicians receive much of their information from 
pharmacMitical house salesmen, rural administratora use sales staff as a way to 
keep up to date. Represent4tives of tcxtbocdc publishen, test makera, equipment 
suppliers and now, technology interests, sense and create needs in the field and are 
anxious to fill them. The laboratories and other purveyora of services also fit this 
role in some cades, as we seek opportuaities to meet the terms of our ninil 
initiative contracts and provide service to rural schools. 

State dqMUtments of education, another source of knowledge, in the main 
still create relationships with rural schools that center more on monitoring ani 
compliance than technical assistance, although there is some positive movement in 
the Utter direction, particularly in Miiisouri. Most State Departments, operating 
cut of what Tyack called the "one best system" model (1974), mirror the larger 
society's undervaluing of rural education and assume that rural schools are 
financially irefficient and educationally ineffective, although all sUte-wide test 
data ia to the contrary. 
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In some cases, feundAtioiis provide opportunities for new knowledge to 
enter rural systems. Ford began much of this work with the Rocky Mountain 
Small Schools projects in the 1960's and other foundations, particularly those with 
It regional enqphasis (Blandon in Minnesota, the Northwest Foundation in the upper 
Midwest, Lilly in Indiana, Mott in Michigan for example) continue diis work. The 
limitations of foundation assistance center around changing foundation missions 
and access to funding plans, as well as the prtparation time that limit searches for 
su{q>lemcntal funding. However, foundations remain a source for imaginative 
improvement programming and may provide models for other private sector 
initiatives. 

The most logical place for rural educators to lode for research-based 
information, the local and regional institutions of higher education, ofien play a 
liinited rde in on-going professional development. Cohorts of administrators in 
training programs bond with one another and provide on-going support, and 
occasionally a bond will form betweeu a profeuor and individual student seeking 
credentialing, but despite numerous efforts, systemic linkages for mutual learning 
between rural districts and IHE*s are infrequent and sporadic. 

Experience of at least our lab, Mid-omtinent Regional Education 
Laboratory (McREL) in rural education suggests that new models for knowledge 
production and utilization are necessary to impact and improve rural education. 
The final section of this paper describes three alternative models we have found 
successful in this effort. 

The first model we have initiated successfully in Missouri, North Dakota, 
G)lonuio and Kansas is to cluster schools with like-minded other schools and to 
include local institutions of higher education as partners in the clusters. When it is 
clear that the participants set the agenda, rural districts are willing to work 
together. This approach provides personal interactions, attention to real, pressing, 
self-identified problems and overcomes limitations in resources. In Missouri, for 
example, a number of rural schools entered into a computer cluster and jointly 
hired a staff member who circuit rode from school to school, teaching tfsachers 
how to use computers for instructional purposes. He was available on call for 
trouble shooting and the support required to install innovations. The University 
staff backed him up and offered qyportunities for further staff development. 

In North Dakota, the cluster we began m two counties in the most northerly 
part of the state, now is supported by the districts in two counties, Walsh and 
PembiiM. This cluster provides collaborative staff development for all the districts 
in the counties. 

In Colorado, we sponsored clusters of schools who share science equipment 
too expensive for an individual district to purchase and link that with advanced 
professional development for rural science teachers. Dean Brown, a faculty 
member from Colorado State University was the IHE liaison to the original cluster. 
It proved so successful that Dean has expanded his work to more than 40 clusters 
around the state, incorporating almost all of the rural schools and gained support 
for hi& work from the Colorado Commission an Higher Education. 

Kansas began with a computer cluster based on the Missouri model that also 
mvolves a cooperatively funded technology expert who is perceived as a sUfT 
member by the participating schools. A videotape describing how clusters of 
schools are organized and operate is available on loai from McREL. 

The second model is 'growing your own" research. There is a growing 
tendency for grassroots organizations to support rural education. Often formed in 
response to threats of conaolidaticm, organizations such as People United for Rural 
Education (PURE) in Iowa, Schools for Quality Education (SQE) in Kansas, the 
niinofs Association of Rural and Small Schools, the New York Rur«l Schools 
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Program, the North DakoU Small Organized Schools (hfDSOS), and die Nebraska 
Rural C)mmunity Schools Associatioo move quickly to gamer daU to support their 
position diat small schools have value and are not as inefficient and ineffective as 
their critics suggest (Nachtigal, 1990). Laboratories play an important support role 
for these organizations as we answer requests for information, suggest research 
readings and identify potential authors and scholars working in th« area. Many of 
these organizations, dissatisfied with the quality and perspective of available 
research, ^xxisor their own studies. Two recent examples are Qass Dismissed: 
Exami^igy P^f ^ Education Debate by Jonathan Sher (1988) and Monk 

and HaUer's (1986) Organizational Alternatives fo r Small. Rural Schoo ls: Finn! 
Report to the New Yorir State Legislature. 

A third model is the creation of Centers on Rural Education at colleges and 
universities. These centers minor the intention of the federal grvemment in 
creating research and development centers, the ditlerenccs are that the agendas are 
devebped by rural educators from die bottom up and the funding levels are 
significaiitly lower. Some Centers exist on mendmhip fees, others on 
contributions or endowments, and many on the sufferance of the host institution, 
who see this work as part of their service mission. 

Centers seek funding for sponsored research, prv)vide encouragement and 
opportunities for scholariy work and hold annual conferences focused on research 
and development of particular interest to rvral educators. The role of the 
laboratory varies: we are often asked to sit on Advisoiy Boards, we prepare 
presentations and materials for conferences, identify and support major speakers 
and other events and are occasionally able to provide travel fends or scholarships 
for participants otherwise unable to attend. 



Centera in our region exist at Kansas State University, Kearney State in 
Nebraska, the Missouri Rural Center is at Wamaisburg, and at Colorado Sute 
University m Fort Collins. The Centers typically house the offices of state-wide 
organizations concerned with rural education and provide part time staffing to the 
organizations. K-SUte, for instance, hosts SQE; the Office for Rural Education at 
Fort Collins provides an executive director for the National Rural Education 
Association (NREA) whj serves part time in that capacity and is a part-time CSU 
faculty member. 



Finally, there is an agenda shifting model that Laboratories play as 
boundary spanners between the realities we see in the field and the larger 
knowledge producing community. It is this model that has fostered work in all 
nine labs in securing and designing the Rural Initiative which, in our organization, 
resulted in three new thrusts: Decisions About Technology, a project that designed 
and is evaluating three collaborative distance technology installations across 
several sUtes; Project ACCESS to increase niral student's consideration of post- 
seccmdary options, and Rural Schools and Community Development, an 2q)proach to 
address both educational and economic issues which is described in Haas, Nachtigal 
& Parker (1988). ^ 



Our work in restructuring, redesigning the educational systeiu to be 
responsive to student needs in the 21st Century, draws heavily on the strengths of 
schoolmg on a small scale and the notion of community. At the request of the 
Governor of North DakoU, and working with more than twenty-five Washington- 
based organizations concerned with rural educaticm (OCRE) and the North DakoU 
Task Force, McREL is coordinating the creation of a new model for education for 
the entire state of North DakoU, an exciting example of research influencing 
policy. 
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Summuy 



The knowledge base as traditiocudly conceived is not useful for and thus 
not used by rural educators. The knowledge base will become useful when it 
acknowledges the unique and diverse nature and needs of rural education iu 
Ammca, and embodies a paradigm shift away from the generic, one best system 
^iproach. Rewards for research qMcifically targeted on schooling on a small scale 
are needed to entice researchers and teacher training programs to focus on this 
area, for the implications for the larger system's redesign are manifold. New 
models that incorporate values central to rural cultures are necessary, and the 
Laboratories have an important role to continue to pUy in thai task. It is l natter 
of equity. Social justice insists that children not be geognqdiically disadvantaged 
by their parent's choice of residence. It is also a matter of economic survival. The 
economic health of the country dq)endf/ on a vibrant rural sector. 



REFERENCES 



Btikcr, B. 8l Beckner, W. (1987). Preservice tnining for ruiil teachers: A survey. 

The Rural Educator. 8(3), M. 
Butterworth, J. & Dawaon, H. (1952). The modem rural achoo^. New York: 

McGnw liUl. 

Conuniasioa on Schools in Small Communities. (1939). Ss&SSlSJfiJIQ&ll 

SOmmmi^. Seventeenth Yearbook. Washington* DC: American Association 

of School Administrators. 
Cosby. A. & Chamer. L (1978). Education and work in rural A merica: The aociml 

context of early career and achievement. College Station, Texas A&M 

Univmity. 

Deavers* K. (1989). The reversal of die rural renaissance: A recent historical 

per^MCtive. The entrepreneurial economv review. 8(2V Washington, D. C: 

€orporatioa for Enterprise Development 
Department ofRural Education. (1957). Admifiirt«ifi«n in a gimll commmiitv 

agififiL Yearbodc. Washington, D.C.: National Education Association. 
Edmonds* R. (1979). Effective schools for die urban poor. Educational Leadership 

37, 35-39. 

Edmonds, R. (1981). Focusing on research intu efP ecrive schools. Paper presented 

at the annual meeting of the Association for Super/ision and Curriculum 

Development, March, 1981. 
Haas, , Nachtigal, P, & Parker, S. (1988). What^s noteworthv on rural schools and 

"^Tm^"^ifY developmg^. Aurora, CO: Mid-continent Regional Education 

Laboratory. 

Horowitz, M. & Dunn, J. (1989). The rural economic climate report. The 

entrepreneurial economv review. 8(2), 6-10. Washington, D. C: Corporation for 

Enterprise Developnmt. 
Howell, F. (1989). Rural education reform and rural youth in the United States: 

Some thoughts with special reference to the South. In Rural education, a 

chai^yiny [fn^^^j;>y, Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office. 
Jones, B. (1987). Preservice programs for rural environments: Survey and 

recommendations. Research in Rural Education. 4(1), 3-8. 
MUler, B. (1988). Teacher preparation for nif al schools. Portland, OR: Northwest 

Regional Educational Laboratory. 
Monk, D. & Haller, E. (198C). Organizational alternatives for small, rural schools! 

Fmal report to the New York state legislature. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University. 
Nachtigal, P. (1982). Rural education: In search of a better wav. Boulder, CO: 

Westview Press. 

Nachtigal, P. (1989). Rural grassroote organizations: Their agendas for education. 
In Rural Education Source Book. Alaii HftYnmig <VA ) Garland Publishing (in 
press). 

Popper, F. & Popper, D. (1989). Saving the Plains: The bison gambit. August 6, 

1989. The Washington Pnst 
Rudder, M. et. al. (1979). Vx^i^ dioiiQ«i^ d hours: Secondarv schools and th^j^ 

effects on children. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univorsity Press. 
Sher, J. &Tonq>kins, R. (1977). Economy, efficiency and equality: The myths of 

rural school and district consolidatira. In Education in rural Am^^y; 

reassessment of conventional wisd^^, Fdit^ hy j jSK^ Boulder, CO: 

Westview Press. 

Sher, J. (1988). Class dismisMd; Examininy Nfbraska^s rurml education debate. 

Lincom, NE: Nebraska Rural Community Schools Association. 
Steph^, R. (1988). The changing context of education in a rural setting. 

Occasional Paper 26. Charleston, WV: Appalachian Educational Laboratory. 
Tyack, D. The one best aystem. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press 



